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ABSTRACT 

This paper critiques Aumaugher's argument which 
states that the traditional view of concepts as . a class of things 
with common attributes is an insufficient one, and, instead, offers, a 
counte'rview, stemming from the work of Wittgenstein , which says that 
a concept is *a term's use in the language, Aumaugher states tha£ 
concept- terms are not always, if ever, used to refer to a set of 
cases having a feature in common. But this is somewhat misleading, 
because there are many concepts which are class i f icatory in nature , 
Examples include tourist, cat, tax, and game, Aumaugher then goes on 
to say that Wittgenstein's work suggests that if we wish to teach a 
concept, we should not set out to look for a feature or set of 
features that is common to the cdnoepts, but, instead, should examine 
example's of the concept (games, for example) and look for a network* 
of overall similarities. While there is nothing wrong or harmful in 
using Aumaugher *s teaching approach, it may leave students without a 
basic reference point to use when trying to identify concepts . 
Furthermore, there are many concepts which do not lend themselves to 
being defined through the identification' of attr ibutes-iri-common . 
(RM) 
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IS A CONCEPT A CLASS OF PARTICULARS HAVING ATTRIBUTES 
IN COMMON OR NOT? > 

* 4 .. •-. Jack v R . Fraenkal 

San Francisco State University 

Th i s paper grew out of a reaeti on to some conoiusi ons 
reached by Aumaug^r in a 1981 paper regarding the nature and 
teaching of concepts in the sociel studies- ^ Autnau^r'e con- 
clusions developed out oF hie observation that many social . 
studies theorists hold th^e vie*w that a concept is a class; of 

\ . ; \ * ; , " ■ \ ■ 

particulars having a charapteri stic Cor of characteristics] 

in common. He quoted Bayer ?s 1971 text , as an example to il- 
lustrate that the str ategi es^euch theori sts recommend for„ : 
teaching concepts is based on this view*- These strategies 
usually involved- having students distinguish between examples 
and non-examples of a concept by looking For the characteris- 
tics -which the examples shape in common,. , 

By examining* a number of both elementary and secondary 
-social studies methods texts, Stanley confirmed Aumaugjer * s 
dbservation that many social studies .theorists do indeed view 
a concept' as a class of things, and that the basic way advoca- 
ted to go about teaching concepts i s to help students C either 
inductively or deduct! velyl grasp ^what are the key attributes 
a particular thing has ^in common With other members ,bf its' 
class, -3 Recently published texts appear to bear out Stanley's 
findings* ^ - - 

. ' - ' Aumau^er argued that this rather 1 ' commonly, accepted view 
oF conispts; C let us call it the "trsdi ^i anal ff view] is an in- 
sufficient .one, and that trying to * get students to produce . 
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it this rather 



£ or identify} the attributes common to the instances of ^ 
concept . is likely to be an unsuccessful strategy for teaching 
concepts . He instead offered a count erview , stemming from the 
work of Wittgenstein^ as to what concepts are s and then pre- 
sented a general discussion of what this counterview requires 
with regard to the teaching of concepts* In brief f his main 
point© were the following; 

a concept is a term's use in the . ^; ,guage; 
knowing a concept is knowing how to use the term 

that expresses the concept cor recti y in the 

language; 

that being able to use a term correctly is knowing: ^ 
1] how to use the term gram'matioaXiy ; 

2] what speech acts the term can be used to perform; 

33 in what contexts the term can be used; 

4] the logically legitimate ways of operating with 

the utterances in which the term can occur; 
5] which behavior is involved in' the use of the term 
and which is not; 
j. SD how the term is simLlar and different in the above 

uses from its 1 family of terms' uses, ^ 
Aumaucjer went on to argue that teachers would be more 
successful in teaching concepts if they would concentrate on 
having students examine specific examples of the use of the term 
expressing the concept C the concept-! abel 3 , rather than trying 
to get them to pjte the attributes which particular instances 
of the concept have in common, In a more recent paper, he has 



pregented in more de' six-step strategy For 

teaching t concepts i r . way . * 

* What I . want t in t; per is tp take issue C at 

laaet in. part] wit -hi : do n^.-jr lew. It is beyond the scope * 
©F this paper to c of ' Aumaugfer f s points as listed 

above, but. 1^ do v :c t ;d" the traditional view to Goms 

- Aumauder 5 tC£ - -h J "concept- terms tare not always C iF 

. ? - " 

ever] used to refer uo a set of cases having a Feature in 
common " 8 basing this conclusion on Wittgenstein * s^ statement 
that concepts "have no one thing in common which makes us use 
the same word For all, but that they are related to one another 
in -many different:, ways'* [italics In original], 9 Upon reflect „ 
tftn r I think that this is somewhat, misleading * * It depends 
on the kind of concept under consideration^ There are many 
concepts which are classif icator y in nature, and thus which ' 
have one Cor more] attributes shared by all members oF the - . • 
class to' which the" concept- refers. For example, consider such 
concepts as "tourist," "cat,," and "tax," Are not all tourists 
people who travel for pleasure, yet who live elsewhere than 
the place they are visiting at the moment? Do not all, cats 
purr, have whiskers, elongated pupils,* and triangular shaped , 
eat- 3 7 Are not all taxes compulsory payments to a government? 

Let i if. discuss the concapt of tax in mora do-tail . Tho 
Oletlortary of American I'nt i t.inr, offars the foilowing deflni- 
tiom "A tax is a cornpulsory paymBnt' mode to B government for 
its support or, for the regulation or promotion of certain social 
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purposes and levied according to lew uniformly upon all tax- 
payers of a given class.*' 10 Thus a tax is a certain kind of ; 
payment [shBt'da, taxes are a part of a larger class of things 
called payments] * An important question, therefore, ■ is how 
,do taxps .differ From other kinds of payments? We might use 
the Foil owing diagram to illustrate this concept: ^ 
Category Attributes 
Major category payments 1.* payment made to government 



Sub-category „ ta^ee 



me 



E t levied according .to law 

3, levied uniformly upon all 

„- ' taxpayers of a given class 

' 4 a purpose is to support gov- 

„ : ernment, or 

, • - - 5, to regulate social purposes, 

or 

# v * , 6 . to promote social purposes* ^ 

From this diagram, we can sea that certain kinds of pay- j 
nts Vualify as taxes .while others do not. The additional 
amount oF money we pay when we purchase certain products in 
sorpe ititei is a tax. ['e.g., sales,' liquor, cigarette taxes].. 
That portion oF our wages and salaries we must pay to our " 
Federal and State, governments each year is a tax [Federal and ^ 
Stfete income taxes], Other kinds oF payments, however, are 
not taxes. Why aren't they? Because they do not possess all 
oP. tha critical C sssontl al'I attrlhutoB of a tax. They may 
possess some of the attributes [e.g.. fees are levied according 
t?> lew] , but-.' thoy need* to posaeso ell of the essential attributes 
■SO qualify as the particular kind of payment we are talking about. 
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Or consider th e concept oF "game - " AurnaD^r takes this 

concept from W i ttgenstein as a primary example that any set ( \ «' , 

□F particular^' to which a □onGept-label referg does not have * . ,* 

a c single/attrihute Cor set oF attributes] in eommbn - Basing v 1 * 

his argument on Wittqerrsliein f s statement that certain phenom- v , 

• • r . f r .' ■ ' 4 " V ■ 

ena do not > have "one thing in common which makes us 'use the . v 
sajne Word fior all^ * they are related to ana* another *iri * , 

Jnany dif*Fe,r*en"e ^Bys,"^ he BuggsBta that tfrere "is or* are no 
essential Feature or Features, characteristic or character- 
ietitie, attribute or attributes" which members oF a concept . 

have • in common. Instead, there are similar! ties, relation— 5 - 

■ * * - 1 -13 • ^ 

ships', and a .whole serias of them at that* "• He qqdtes From ;i 

f \ , v " * , V 

Wittgenstein je Follows: " - : 

^ _ t • _ • Consider For" example the proceedings that we call 
"games. " I mean boards-games, pard-gamei, ball-games, 
Qiympio garniiy and so on* What is common to them all? 
— Don't say: "There must be something common, or they 
. would not be called Igames * " — but look and see whether " * 

, there is anything - common to all, T « For if you look at 
:x them you will tiDtfsis something that is common to al 1 , 
but si mil ar it iee, r el ationships, ana* a whole series oF 
them at ^that. ' , '* . Look For examp^ at board-games, 
with their^ multifarious relationships* Now paee to ^ 
bard-gamer; here you Find many correspondences with 
the First group, but many common Features drpp out,' and 
others appear * When we pass ne^t to ball -games, much 
that is. common is retained, but .much is lost. — — Are 
they al 1 1 amusineg T ? Compare chess wi th noughts and 
crosses* Or is there always winning and losing , or 
competition, between players? Think oF pati ence . In 
• bailr-games there* Is winning and losing, but when a 
child throws his ball at the wall and catches it again, 
this Feature. has disappeared . Look at the parts played 
by skill „ and luck; and at the dif ferlmoe between ekil 1 * 
in chess and skill in tennis, Think now oF games like 
^ rihg-a-ring-a4rases; here is the element ofr amusement, 
but how many other characteristic Features have disap- 
peared! . And /we can go through the many, many other groups 
oF pames in the same way: can see how similarities crop 
up and disappear, 

And the results oF this ^exami natfrom is: we see a 

■ m . , 



complicated nitwork = oF synxlarities Qveriepping and 
> onisicrossing; aornetimBi overall eifniiaritieSj some — 
*ti*mes similarities oF detail. 

^ I think that'ihis statement needs to be qualified some- 
what! IF not rejected outright, Webster 1 s New World Diction- 
'. '* . m if - amusement, or recreation 

^ry defines a game as T, a] any Form, of play or way oF playing f / 

Dfa] any specific amusement or sport involving competition ^ 
^jjnder speciFic rules; Co]* any test of skill, courage, or 
endurance. 11 This states, rather clearly I think, that ell 
games possess at least these three characteristics in common* 

a] they mtm .a Form of play, or way oF playing; amusementf 
or recreation ; 

b] they involve competition under speciFic rules; 
* t o] they are a test of skill, courage, or endurance, 

' Examination of one or more speciFic games bears this out. 

Consider the kinds of games which Wittgenstein mentions — 

board games, card games, ball games, Olympic games, ^ close 

look at such games te.g* , Monopoly and ohjess; bridge and 
■ " ' I 

.poker ; baseball; and soccer; skiing and throwing the harpmer] 

reveals that these games do have characteristics in common, 

and these characteristics are those listed above, as taken 

from Webster's Dictionary, 

It is certainly possible that some instances oF a -concept 

may possess attributes in common in addition to the essential 

defining attributes [e.g. , many games are played indoors; many 

games are played by only^ two persons, many can be played alone, 

* ' ■ add! tipn&i 

etc,]* Many, taut not all , games have these/characteristics in 

common. But the presence of such attributes is not essential 

io the concept, A game is- still a game even if it does not 
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possess any of these additional attributes Car- even if it var - 
ies in other attributes, such as the materials with which 
the game is played]. Certain attributes, however , are 
eiriti'cal - j they must be present for an activity to be callee! 
a game. They are essential to the idea which the concept label 
represents. The concept does not exist if any of these at- 
attributes is mi ssing . An activity ie not a game if it i.s 
not | at 1 east * ■ 

a] a form of play or playing ; 

b] a form of competition under specific rules; 

cO a test of skill , courage, or endurance- 
It is these characteristics which make up the essence of the 
concept of "gsfne* " 

Aumaugter then goes on to say that Wittgenstein's work 
suggests that if we wish to teach the concept of game, we 
"ought not set out looking for a feature Cor set of features] 
that is common to all games. We ought, instead, to begin by 
examining a variety of things called * f games" to see what 
features eadt^has, to see how in each game these features 

are configured Ci*e,, which features are central aspects of 

j * . 

the game and which are not] , and most importantly to see wheth- 
er the features of one game are, in fact, amony the configura- 
tions of features that constitute other games, It^ doing this, 
we will begin to. "see a network of similarities and overlap- 
ping and crisscrossing: ipmetim^s overall similarities, some- 
times similarities of detail*" 



9 



Aumaujjer then suggests that this ' l netwdrk of si mi - 
larities" is quite different From "a set of features in corn- 
mon m " Under the "set of features in common" view , for "game," 
A I i j C j end □ would be considered games only if they all had 
some thing Cor things] in common with one another that were 
the same. It is by virtue of this common attribute, or set 
of attributes, that we can apply the term "game" to A ,B t C , and 
D - Under the "network of similarities" view of "game" f how- 
ever, A may have something in common with 1, and B may have 
something in common with C f and C with D, etc. s but there 
may be nothing which A and B and C and 0 all have in common to- 
gether. Yet the concept "game" is not "what is common to all 
games, but instead - - at least in part — is the network of 
similarities and differences among the various^ things called 
games * "15 

I iee nothindwrong or harmful in doing as Aumaugjer eug» 
gests that is, in examining a variety of cases to see wheth- 

er the features of one game are among the configurations of 
features that constitute other games. My concern is that 
if teachers encourage students to do this with certain concepts 
C those which are cl assif icatory in nature] wi thout getting them 
to look for common attributes as well f students [depending on 
their age, prior knowledge, and intellectual development] will 
have trouble deciding if a particular activity is a game or 
not, for they will have no basic reference point to use* * This 



might - - or might not —be m bad thing * It depends on whether _> 
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-the concept being taught does, or ,does not have an attribute 
or Bet of .attributes in common, IF it does C and. as I have a* 
shown, many do], it seems that it .would be much simpler to 
use the traditipnal method C.exampl ^/non-example comparison 
looking For the presence of common attributes] * whicr^ most 
social studies methods textbooks , recommend. +■ '^>*\ v r \\ ■ • 
To know what a gems is, a person must understand How 

games qre different frojn other activities with which they 

* „ - t 
might be confused. And to acquire such an. understanding t he 

- v 

or she must, at the very least , understand that games possess 
certain essential attributes whereas , other* activities, even 
though they are in seme oases quite similar to-^ames, are 
lacking in one or more of these attributes. 

This is not to say that there are not other things a 
teacher can do to broaden a student f s understanding of a oon^ 
oept # And many of, these things involve the sorts of activi- 
ties Aumaugpr 5 has suggested, These activities are especially 
important with concepts that are not classiFicatory in nature, , , 
Relational concepts, for example, are usually expressed quanti- 
tatively. Thus the concept Depopulation density" refers to 
the relationship between the number of people living in an 
area compared to the si%e of the area- The concept here is no^t 
the numerical quotient per se, but t^e insight: - into the relation- 
ship involved, What we are after is helping students to see 
the relationship — to understand that if th# number of people t „ ■ 
living in an area were to increase the density of that area ^ 
would increase; . whereas if there are^the same number of people 
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living irj a larger area, the density that irea is lees* 

Hussion of illustrative ca^es, ae Aumaug^r suggests, is haces- 
eary £f studehts are to grasp whajfc rsush concepts mean. * 

f urthsrmorss there are .many concepts which do not lend 
themselves to^being defined" through the i dentif leetion oF , 
attributes-in-common. The.se are concepts whose attributes 
tend to be vague 'or ambiguous C e . g . , "society"] f or, which 
cannot even be Formulated, yet which often we use as a part 
of our everyday discourse C a concept susjh as "importance" 
is in example] „ They are very hard to deFine £ although opera- 
tional definitions are often helpful in this regard} , " yet sen- 
tences using such concepts or terms representing them do have^' 
meaning for us. thus, when someone says "This is important! " , 
we -knovj we are expected to* give it extra attention. For 
concepts Like these, I think that Wittgenstein's and Aumaugjer's 
suggestions make sense* t . 

But the, first step in teaching cl assif icatory concepts 
[of whi endgame' is an example] is for the. teacher and/ or the 
^learner to try and define what are ;the essential the critic 

c&%. defining — attributes of the i-'poncept, so -that there is 
a base, point from which to work, and then to try and provide, 
students with Cor have them find] many examples which possess 
these characteristics, along with Studying similar cases which 
do - not possess them,* ail the time making sure that student's are 
clear as to why the examples, and the non-examples are what they H< 
are, Wh Jher< or not certain essential attribu tes^Fon any given 
eoncapt is an empirical, question, Ai W i stgenstelFi BUggests, 
wa should not Bay "thnru must be apmsthing cominon, on- thuy 
would not bo called 'gaiiiis' ■■" — - but look and see whothap there 

• V • V -\ \1 ••• & ~ - : , 
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"is any-fch.in*g common" to all ."is; Thus- when. we 'Hook and see'-' 
at the cohoept of "game," For example-, it daes appear* .that. 

r those things «e -call games So ■ indped have certain Features 
inVieommbfi. And 'it is these fegtures, at a minimum, that 

■■■ - : ; - ! -7 • v.".; • -.-a :; . !f '/ : - v • < : V/.-. 

students need to learn and teachers need to teach. / ^ 
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